Riggan Thomson was a star ~ no, a superstar ~ the scowhng face of a superhero film 
franchise that audiences and studio suits loved equally once upon a time (albeit for very 
different reasons). He was at the top of his game ~ indeed, on the top of the world. 
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But fame is a double-edged thing, and both edges can be sharp. Even 22 years after last 
donning the supersuit, Riggan still can't seem to convince anyone he's capable of doing 
anything more than flex his muscles and growl his lines. 

That's when he gets an idea, one he hopes will make people see him with fresh eyes. 
He'll put on a show ~ but not just any show. He'll mount a New York stage adaptation of 
Raymond Carver's "What We Talk About When We Talk About Love." Not only will he 
star, but he'll direct the thing and even pen the adaptation himself. And then, if 
everything goes according to plan, people will finally see him as more than a washed-up, 
tights-wearing has-been. 

i/" everything goes according to plan. Which it won't. 

It's that stage production that is at the center of director Alejandro Gonzalez Inarritu's 
brilliant "Birdman or (The Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance)," a meaty black comedy 
that ~ as its parenthetical subtitle suggests ~ isn't your ordinary superhero film. It's far, 
far better. 

It's still thrilling, but rather than relying on visual effects or some big, third-act fight 
scene, Inarritu's "Birdman" will grab audiences because it is a smart, full-pull 
filmmaking masterpiece that soars simultaneously on a number of levels. 

Based on a sharp script co-written by Inarritu ~ and featuring a top-shelf cast 
highlighted by Michael Keaton in the lead role and Edward Norton as his loose- 



cannon antagonist/foil ~ "Birdman" is a movie that can be enjoyed equally for its 
entertaining peek at backstage life or for its poignant portrait of the fragility of an on- 
the-brink artist. 

'Birdman' movie trailer, starring Michael Keatonopens Oct. 17, 2014 

In the process, "Birdman" offers sly, biting commentary on America's celebrity-obsessed 
culture. It eviscerates Hollywood's commoditization of big-screen brainlessness as well 
as the moviegoing masses who are all too happy to settle for it. 

On top of all that, Inarritu's film is a technical marvel, seamlessly shot by 
cinematographer Emmanuel Lubezki so that it appears that the bulk of it was captured 
in one long take. Last year, Lubezki won an Academy Award for his gorgeous work on 
"Gravity." (It was his sixth Oscar nomination and his first win.) This year, another 
nomination is all but guaranteed. 

"Birdman" is, in other words, an across-the-board triumph, not just for Inarritu and 
Lubezki but also for Keaton, who is perfectly cast as the crumbling actor at the center of 
it all. It's a inspired bit of casting to start with, given the fact that Keaton was 
Hollywood's first big-screen "Batman" back in 1989 and, as such, can be seen as the 
grandfather of today's superhero-centric movie industry. 

He knows a bit of what Riggan is going through. But beyond that, Keaton is an 
exceedingly talented actor who knows well how to seize a juiq^ role such as this. Younger 
audiences might not remember his memorable, all-in turns in such films as 
"Beetlejuice," "The Paper" or "Night Shift." But if they've been paying attention lately, 
they've seen him steal every scene in which he appeared in last year's "Robocop" remake 
as well as in "Need for Speed." 

"Birdman" is Mike Scott's movie pick for this weekMovie critic Mike Scott says "Birdman" is tlie best 
movie lie's seen this year, and it's "The One" movie you should check out this weekend. 

In other words, Keaton is at the top of his game, and his searing, wide-open portrayal of 
Riggan Thomson proves it. Underscored by a frantic jazz-drum score from Antonio 
Sanchez, his "Birdman" performance boasts every ounce of that tightly coiled, gum- 
chomping Chihuahua energy that defines so much of his work ~ and which makes it feel 
as if he's always leaning forward, working from the balls of his feet. 



His face might be more lined than when he wore the "Batman" cowl, but that physical 
urgency combined with a near-maniacal sense of sardonic intensity goes a long way to 
suggesting a man living in a mental pressure cooker. 

And that's exactly where Keaton's Riggan resides. As if mounting a Broadway play with 
his name on the marquee wasn't enough, he must also contend with the presence of his 
pouting daughter (Emma Stone), who serves as his assistant; an insane but undeniably 
talented co-star (Edward Norton Jr., fantastic); and a snooty theater critic (Lindsay 
Duncan) who is determined to pan his show even before she sees it. There's also the 
psychological taunting of his "Birdman" alter-ego, who follows him around and growls 
insults in his ear; and a public that is all too willing to applaud even when he is clearly 
destroying himself. 

All feast on Riggan's self-doubt, and all push him closer and closer to the warm, 
beckoning embrace of insanity. 

Keaton has never before been nominated for an Academy Award, and a legion of pundits 
have prophesied that "Birdman" will end that. Granted, there's a long time between now 
and February's Oscars, but it's hard not to think they are right. In fact, Keaton deserves 
to win the thing for his performance in one beautifully conceived scene alone, featuring 
him, in his skivvies, facing the taunts and jeers of a world trained to feed off of 
vulnerability. 

Still, his performance is just one glowing aspect of a masterful film. 

From the first line of its deep, rapid-fire dialog all the way through to its trippy ending ~ 
which is guaranteed prompt discussion on the drive home ~ Inarritu has crafted a film 
that begs to be rewatched, with the promise of each repeated viewing bringing 
something new. 

I noticed, for example, that the carpet covering the backstage floor of the film's theater is 
borrowed from Stanley Kubrick's "The Shining," another film about a man in acute 
mental decline. I can't imagine how many more such flourishes I missed. 

What's more, I can't wait to discover them. 
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5 stars, out of 5 

Snapshot: A black comedy about the attempts of an aging actor, once worshipped as 
the star of a superhero film franchise, to reinvent himself by writing, starring in and 
directing a Broadway play. 

What works: It's a smart and brilliantly conceived bit of social commentary, one that 
fires on all cylinders, from its performances to its percussive score to the technical high- 
wire act performed by director Alejandro Gonzalez Inarritu and cinematographer 
Emmanuel Lubezki. 



